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By conducting a thorough study of the theme of multiculturalism in 
African-American writer Ishmael Reed’s Japanese by Spring, this M.A. thesis 
reveals Reed’s critique of monoculturalism and his call for multiculturalism. As an 
active advocate for multiculturalism, Reed in the novel not only realistically 
represents the various controversial issues concerning multiculturalism and the 
cultural wars and powerfully states his vision of multiculturalism, but also takes 
advantage of his aesthetic of Neo-HooDooism to make the depiction more incisive. 
More importantly, such a reading will make up for the deficiency in the study of 
multiculturalism in Japanese by Spring and widen the horizon of our understanding 
of its theme—multiculturalism. 
This thesis consists of six parts.  
The Introduction focuses on Ishmael Reed’s literary career and his commitment 
to cultural diversity, his aesthetic of Neo-HooDooism and his vision of 
multiculturalism, the related studies of the author and a brief literature review of the 
study of Japanese by Spring, and finally the presentation of the thesis statement and 
the structure of this thesis. 
Chapter 1 of this thesis introduces the rise of multiculturalism and presents an 
overview of multiculturalism and cultural wars in America. It first maintains that 
whether America as a country of immigrants is a melting pot or a cultural mosaic has 
been a matter of debate; then it provides a number of factors that contribute to the 
emergence of multiculturalism. Moreover, the first chapter gives an overview of the 
multicultural movement in America, illustrating its assertions, unfolding the 
controversies over it, and describing the cultural wars in American universities 
which multiculturalism helps to boost.  
Chapter 2 presents a detailed analysis of the characterization of the protagonist 















the character in a typical environment and offering a detailed depiction of the 
development of his cultural mindset, Reed manifests his criticism of the cultural 
hegemony of mainstream white culture and reminds us of the danger of extreme 
ethnocentrism.  
Chapter 3 explores Reed’s vision of multiculturalism. While celebrating 
multiculturalism, Reed forges his own aesthetic called Neo-HooDooism. Taking 
advantage of the syncretism of Neo-HooDooism, Reed makes the novel itself a 
multicultural text. Furthermore, Reed’s appearance as a literary character in the 
novel and his critique of several contemporary anti-multicultural scholars enable him 
to fully unfold his endeavor to promote and articulate his vision of multiculturalism.  
Chapter 4 investigates the many issues in American society in the movement of 
multiculturalism, including the multicultural education in the educational field, the 
affirmative action in the public domain, and the political correctness in academia. 
With a realistic representation of the various aspects of the social-political world in 
the novel, Reed shows the emerging changes and subsisting conflicts in modern 
multicultural America. 
The Conclusion of this thesis indicates Reed’s confidence in the future of 
multiculturalism with the butterfly image appearing at the end of the novel. It has a 
concise summary of the former chapters and further reiterates Reed’s vision of 
multiculturalism: the understanding and embrace of cultural difference will be the 
solution to alleviate the tensions among diverse groups and establish a truly 
multicultural American society.  
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Starting from the early 1990s, the term “multiculturalism” has frequently 
appeared in the mainstream American newspapers and periodicals and sparked 
enthusiastic discussions in academic circles. Multiculturalism was at first the official 
policy of the Canadian government in the early 1970s, but in America it is mainly a 
kind of philosophical thought and has exerted far-reaching effects on American 
society. In the academic community, it also drew a lot of critical attention. Scholars 
intensely disputed with each other over multiculturalism and anti-multiculturalism 
and in recent decades, “the two disparate schools of thought” have dominated “the 
intellectual conversation” and brought about the “‘cultural wars’ that bifurcated the 
national debate” (Womack 223-24). African-American writer Ishmael Reed has been 
an active participant in this debate.  
As “not only one of the nation’s most gifted and controversial innovative artists 
but also the leading promoter of black postmodernist writing,” Ishmael Reed has 
been advocating multiculturalism throughout his life (qtd. in Lin 17). Born in 1938 
in Tennessee, a southern state of America, Reed has undergone the Black Power and 
Black Aesthetic Movement in the 1960s; after the death of American civil rights 
leader Malcolm X, Reed became more radical in his stand and was more engaged in 
black cultural and political activities. His effort to transform America into a truly 
multicultural society is reflected in his writing. In his five volumes of poetry, ten 
novels, etc., Reed consistently tackles contemporary problems and takes an 
unflinching look at the American history, race, feminism, multiculturalism, and other 
social and political issues, especially the ways by which dominant white culture 
homogenizes or colonizes elements of ethnic cultures. Reed’s commitment to 
cultural diversity is also manifested in his energetic activities as editor, publisher, 
and cultural entrepreneur. For example, he edited Multi-America: Essays on Cultural 















Furthermore, he founded several publications to promote the works of unknown 
ethnic writers that touch on Asian, African-American, and Native-American cultural 
diversity.  
While Reed endeavors to preach multiculturalism in writing and publication, he 
formulates the aesthetic of Neo-HooDooism whose concepts echo his idea of 
multiculturalism. Neo-HooDoo is based on Voodoo or HooDoo (the American 
variant for Voodoo), a syncretic Haitian religion that permits thousands of deities and 
continually absorbs other religions and cultures into its system. In Voodoo, each 
priest can modify and change the rituals or principles according to his own 
experience. For Reed, the eclectic Voodoo that embraces a diverse array of cultural 
heritages is a metaphor for the idea of multiculturalism, from which he develops his 
own Neo-HooDoo Aesthetic. One salient feature of Reed’s aesthetic is its syncretism 
which combines beliefs and practices with divergent cultural origins and links up 
with all cultures. In “The Neo-HooDoo Manifesto,” Reed uses “church” as a 
metaphor to explain his aesthetic and asserts that “there is no hierarchy of bishops, 
archbishops, cardinals or a pope in Voodoo. … Neo-HooDoo believes that every man 
is an artist and every artist is a priest” (qtd. in Anderson 386). Reed’s emphasis on 
multiplicity without hierarchy mirrors his distinctive vision of the world. In Reed’s 
syncretic Neo-HooDooism, HooDoo is “a complex amalgamation of historical, 
cultural, and artistic elements” and “perceives the dangerous ways in which social 
institutions invariably displace, and ultimately control, individual identity through 
their collective power” (Womack 225). He espouses the use of ideas borrowed from 
other cultures to reinforce his own culture and the tolerance of other opinions and 
styles. Reed’s Neo-HooDooism challenges the Eurocentric or monocultural tendency 
in mainstream American culture and advances our understanding of his 
multiculturalism. Reed harbors the belief that multiculturalism will be “the trend of 
the twenty-first century, as more people come into [America] and no longer feel the 
need to abandon their culture” (Bezner and Reed 115).  
As a proponent of multiculturalism, Reed distinguishes himself from other 















relentless criticism of monoculturalism and his postmodernist artistic techniques, 
thus the criticism he receives up to now includes both praise and denigration. He is 
ranked “along with Pynchon and William Burroughs as the representative American 
postmodernist novelists” by the literary critic and theorist Fredric Jameson and is 
regarded as the “finest satirist since Mark Twain” by novelist John O’Brien (qtd. in 
Lin 18). Although Reed’s works were once treated with silence for a period of time, 
the study of Reed and his works witnessed a revival of scholarly interests and 
book-length studies emerged successively since the 1990s, including Patrick 
McGee’s Ishmael Reed and the Ends of Race and critic Bruce Allen Dick’s The 
Critical Response to Ishmael Reed and Conversations with Ishmael Reed.  
In China, the study of Reed is on the increase since the turn of the century, 
though related studies are only found in certain chapters of the works on the history 
of contemporary American literature and theory. With his “amazing talent and 
flourishing genius,” Reed has made great achievements in his writing career and was 
nominated for two National Book Awards and a Pulitzer Prize in poetry, along with a 
series of national awards (qtd. in Lin 21). However, because of “political 
correctness” and his unwillingness to temper the criticism of certain groups in 
America, Reed is also “viewed negatively as an ‘anomaly’, a ‘spurious writer or a 
capitulationist’ who ‘will join in no appeals to lure the prodigals back to the fold’” 
(Lin 21). Despite these vitriolic attacks and the different forces that hinder him, Reed 
continues to utter his voice and tell the truth in his works with the belief that “writing 
is fighting”. In almost each work he creates, Reed has given targets under his harsh 
criticism, hence he earns the name of “a black fighting bull rampaging in the 
Western cultural rings,” as is observed by Prof. Yang Renjing in Twentieth Century 
Literary History of the United States (Yang 710). Reed’s works usually come under 
the “genres of the academic fiction, of the neo-slave narrative and the African 
American satire” (Lin 19). Japanese by Spring is exactly such an academic novel 
that reveals Reed’s criticism of the contention over multiculturalism and 
monoculturalism.  















bestsellers, is an academic novel which bitingly satirizes the state of the American 
academic community in the early 1990s. Set in the 1990s cultural wars when the 
multicultural California university systems are under suspicion, the novel traces the 
African-American junior professor Benjamin “Chappie” Puttbutt’s quest for tenure 
and power at Jack London College, “a den of racism and monocultural education in 
Oakland, California” (Womack 225). To secure tenure at the predominantly white 
college, he adopts a compromising attitude towards his white colleagues and shifts 
with the political winds at his college; and to guarantee a promising future, he begins 
to study Japanese which is supposed to be grasped by the coming of next spring on 
the excuse of translating the poetry of some Japanese medieval women court poets 
“after reading that Japan would become a future world power,” but both his 
opportunistic acts end up with failure (Reed 3). Through the sketch of Puttbutt’s 
frustrated quest for tenure, Reed offers a scathing attack on the racists, feminists, 
Eurocentrists, Afrocentrists, and academic hustlers. Japanese by Spring shows 
Reed’s deliberation on the identity politics concerning the blacks, his reflection on 
some specific phenomena in American academia, and his dialectical view of 
multiculturalism in contemporary America.  
Although it seems that this novel did not attract as much attention as Reed’s 
earlier works, due to its distinct themes and its satirical wits, reviewers have been 
interpreting Japanese by Spring from various angles since its publication. So far, 
literary critics and scholars have focused mostly on the ethnic elements, the narrative 
strategies and the theme of multiculturalism in the novel. In a review of Japanese by 
Spring, Carl L. Bankston asserts that, despite some flaws in the narrative, “Reed’s 
enormous gift for social satire enables him to get away with breaking many of the 
normal rules of fiction” (Bankston 10). Steve Brzezinski also notices the satiric 
rhetoric of the novel and maintains that the novel is a biting satire that takes on the 
state of higher education in America. Tsunehiko Kato who has been in Black Studies 
in the United States for many years presents a critical point of view. In “Japanese by 
Spring by Ishmael Reed,” he approves of Reed’s critique of the “political battles 
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